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The welfare state was a distinctive combination 
of political democracy, social protection 
and general welfare and market economy 
(capitalism). As a reaction to the Great 
Depression in the 1930s, and the Second 
World War, many countries moved towards 
the welfare state concept. 










Responsible African governments seek to develop social protection systems for their citizens. 
Without doubt this is a laudable effort, 
and necessary, because it has been 
proven that social stability, economic 
growth and citizen’s welfare go hand in 
hand. But often African governments 
seem to simply follow the trajectory 
laid out by the former colonising 
powers and to try to copy European 
welfare state models. Yet, Africa has its 
own rich traditions of social cohesion 
and care, which are overlooked. This 
brings yet another form of colonisation, 
import of social models not rooted in 
own history and culture, this time not 
by outside powers, but by their own, 
well-intentioned but ill-informed 
governments. Would it not be better 
to develop an indigenous, truly African 
welfare state model, rooted in the 
history, cultures, societal paradigms 
and economic conditions of this rich 
and varied continent? 
It is true that governments and 
civic society all over the world look 
with interest and envy at the concept 
and realisation of the welfare state 
in Europe. The widespread social 
protection provided by European 
governments to their citizens through 
extensive, high quality and expensive 
education and health systems, and 
unemployment and retirement policies 
which guarantee a basic quality of 
life, contribute definitively to social 
stability and to economic growth. 
Nowhere else has the state taken such 
a direct role, while respecting the 
functioning of a market economy, in 
the re-distribution of the wealth which 
it produces. Without such carefully 
designed government intervention and 
well-managed welfare systems, the 
wealth gap in society will only increase. 
There is a clear correlation between 
the existence and quality of welfare 
systems and the GINI coefficient, which 
measures inequality in countries.    
While the various welfare state 
mechanisms can certainly provide 
useful examples for other countries, 
one should not overlook the typical 
historic, religious, cultural, economic 
and political circumstances which led 
to their emergence and development 
in Europe. The characteristics of the 
market economy, itself appearing in a 
great variety, depending on the same 
background reasons and on specific 
legal and economic circumstances, 
provide for differences in welfare 
systems too. 
The multiple origins of the welfare 
state model as developed initially in 
Europe can provide inspiration, but its 
conceptual, philosophical and religious 
origins, which must be understood 
to appreciate its later appearance 
and organisation, also indicate that 
they result from typical European 
circumstances. Each civilization must 
find its own way to modernity.          
Understanding the concept of the 
Welfare State
The ‘Welfare State’ is a public 
governance system, where the key role 
in the protection and promotion of the 
economic and social well-being of its 
citizens is entrusted to the government. 
This includes principles of equality 
of opportunity through high quality 
education at all levels, equitable 
distribution of wealth though based 
on merit, and public solidarity for 
those in need and unable to provide 
for themselves (disabled, elderly, sick, 
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unemployed). 
The term covers different forms 
of economic and social structures. 
It involves transfer of state funds to 
the provider of welfare services as 
well as direct financial transfers to 
individuals in need. They all rest on 
the redistribution through taxation of 
the wealth generated in the market 
economy and through the organisation, 
either directly by the state or via public-
private partnerships, of education and 
social protection services. 
The welfare state can function 
equally well in a classical market 
economy or in a mixed economy, 
where the state is the sole or dominant 
shareholder in a number of companies 
in certain sectors, usually transport 
and utilities. In so-called socialist 
economies it has failed to develop the 
same quality level and the same variety 
of service provision, mainly because of 
the lack of competition and innovation 
in the economy and the cost of public 
bureaucracy in proportion to the 
smaller economic base, and of course 
because of the lack of democratic 
checks and balances and of respect for 
civic rights and freedom. 
There are several models of the 
welfare state. They depend in practice 
on the three great political movements 
in Europe in the late 19th and first half 
of the 20th century.
The first model, the Social 
Democratic inspired welfare state, is 
rooted in the idea of universal access 
to benefits and services based on 
citizenship. It provides a relatively 
high degree of personal autonomy, 
limiting reliance on family and market, 
but creates dependence on the 
state. In such thinking, social policies 
are perceived to be as ‘politics to 
correct the market.’ The state takes 
all responsibilities for provision of 
comprehensive and universal welfare 
for its citizens. The northern European 
countries are close to this model 
though they are now changing it to 
reduce costs and to introduce some 
market mechanisms. 
In the second model, of Christian-
Democratic political inspiration, the 
welfare state is based on the principle 
of subsidiarity and the dominance 
of private social insurance systems, 
which proposes a high degree of social 
stratification. In this system of ‘social 
protection’, welfare is provided not 
only by the state, but by a combination 
of various types of (semi-) public or 
private services with a special status 
with the state. This type of welfare 
state exists in many Western European 
countries.
The third model is based on the 
principle of market dominance and 
private provision. In this case the state 
only interferes to reduce poverty and 
provide for basic needs, largely on 
a means-tested basis. It is not found 
in Europe but primarily in the USA, 
where the states provide ‘survival’ 
welfare to the  needy, a much less 
solidary concept than the European 
welfare state model, which leads to 
far less redistribution of wealth, and a 
far higher number of people in need 
or below the poverty line. Great Britain 
has been moving in this direction since 
the late 20th century, away from an 
originally social-democratic model 
developed in the 1950s, and the 
number of people living in poverty has 
increased in parallel. 
Both the USA and Great Britain 
show that the pretence of neo-liberal 
economists that wealth creation will 
‘trickle down’ to everyone is as much 
a fallacy as the pretence of socialist 
economists that they can create 
wealth for all. Both systems in practice 
lead to the emergence of privileged 
oligarchies, business ones in the first, 
political ones in the second. Wealth is 
created through entrepreneurship and 
innovation in states where governments 
create the right framework conditions 
for both and ensure that its benefits are 
shared in a fair way, and this requires 
democratic checks and balances. What 
is fair, is then a matter of political 
debate, but one must first bake bread 
before one can distribute a slice to 
everyone around a table.       
The first two models constitute 
the real welfare state, the third one is 
really nothing more than government 
hands-out to those in need with little 
effect on the wellbeing of people or the 
humanistic quality of society.  
Ancient philosophical roots 
The modern European welfare 
state can be traced back to the time of 
ancient Greece, where key principles 
of the welfare society were for the first 
time pronounced in the framework 
of philosophical systems. These ideas 
were later taken up by the first Christian 
communities and religious thinkers. 
The Hellenistic culture that spread 
around the whole Mediterranean Sea 
and even beyond it from the 4th to the 
1st centuries BC disseminated these first 
ideas of the modern welfare society. 
Their contribution to the formation 
of European society was immense. 
However, in order to understand how 
these principles influenced the whole 
course of development of the European 
world towards the welfare state, some 
brief analysis of these philosophers is 
needed.
The intellectual ‘fathers’ of the 
welfare system ideas are Socrates, Plato 
and Aristotle. Since not much is known 
about Socrates’ ideas, only from the 
works of his student Plato and later his 
follower Aristotle can one start to look 
into it.
The maturity of Plato’s philosophical 
teaching is presented in his work called 
The Republic, in which he discusses 
key principals for the conduct of 
human life. The work treats various 
issues that disclose the idea of the 
perfect society: ethical, pedagogical 
and political aspects of the ideal 
society are extensively discussed. The 
idea of justice and the other virtues 
are put in the core of an individual 
human being as well as in the structure 
of the society. The effective education 
and achievements of knowledge are 
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presented as the foundation of morality 
and welfare of the state. 
Regarding the issue of formation 
of societies, Plato deems that they 
have always been shaped with a 
particular purpose. Since the individual 
human being is self-sufficient, the 
community dimension is vital for 
the creation of a social organisation 
from which individuals benefit. 
The interdependence between the 
individual and society is a concept 
found in all civilisations, and clearly 
in Africa too. However, Plato’s society 
is organised into distinct classes 
(guardians, rulers, soldiers and people), 
discerned according to their functions, 
a concept related to the economic 
conditions of the time. Only smooth 
cooperation between them and their 
proper functioning in working together 
for common good is a guarantee for 
the efficient functioning of society. 
A condition sine qua non to ensure 
collaboration between the individuals 
of the society is good education. 
The idea of private property in 
society does not carry any negative 
connotation, yet for certain classes 
like rulers and guardians it can be an 
obstacle for performing their function. 
In order that no one could seek any 
venal motive to take a position of 
leadership, these functions should earn 
no salary greater than necessary to 
supply their most basic needs.
Plato’s ideas influenced Aristotle, 
yet he managed to develop his own 
perception of the perfect society with 
various mechanisms that regulate its 
efficiency. In his book Politics Aristotle 
states that ‘every community is 
established with a view to some good; 
for everyone always acts in order to 
obtain that which they think is good’. 
He says further that there should be 
a union of those who cannot exist 
without each other. He stresses the 
family aspect of the society. ‘The family 
is the association established by nature 
for supply of men’s everyday wants’. 
It is the family and its household that 
are the core of the state. Regarding 
wealth, he says that ‘the amount of 
property which is needed for a good 
life is not unlimited’ and be used in a 
household or in a state. In his Rhetoric, 
Aristotle explains that ‘Wealth as a 
whole consists in using things rather 
than in owing them; it is really the 
activity – that is, the use – of property 
that constitutes wealth’. 
Regarding the government or the 
society, Aristotle considers that their 
final goal is to assist in the flourishing 
of the citizens, namely to help them 
realise their capacities, their potentials. 
In Nicomachean Ethic as well as 
Eudemian, Aristotle discusses one of 
the main principles that is a connecting 
bridge between his ethical and political 
theory. For Aristotle it is friendship. 
One type of friendship is based upon 
usefulness or utility. Aristotle deems it 
to be the inferior type of friendship, yet 
it has its own benefits. ‘Friendship for 
utility’s sake seems to be that which 
most easily exists between opposing 
groups, e.g. between poor and rich, 
between ignorant and learned; for 
what a man actually lacks he aims at, 
and he gives something else in return’. 
This friendship asks something in 
exchange, for it is closely connected to 
commerce or exchange.
Regarding effective functioning 
of the society it is said that the state 
must promote a middle class in order 
to help people flourish, for excessive 
concentration of richness can be 
dangerous for the community and may 
lead easily to tyranny in various forms. 
It follows that there should be limit 
to the size of property and there is a 
need for a strong middle class, which is 
the best guarantor against revolutions. 
Aristotle speaks in favour of the middle 
class that has to be promoted by socio-
economic policies that to some extent 
take from the rich and give to the 
poor; taking from those with excess 
and giving to those with a deficiency. 
There is little that political government 
must refrain from doing, if it clearly 
contributes to human welfare. Aristotle 
is stating the essence of the future 
theory of the ‘welfare state’.
No wonder that Europeans, and 
their offspring, Americans, like to trace 
the origin of their societal model back 
to these ancient Greek philosophers, 
whose ideas survived in the Roman 
Empire. Only in the 20th century did 
people start to call it ‘the West’, and the 
societal model of Occidentalism has 
been the subject of fierce defence and 
equally fierce criticism by intellectuals 
ever since. Nevertheless, the quality of 
life for the vast majority of people in 
the West has been the envy of the rest 
of the world. 
With the spread of Christianity 
in the whole Mediterranean, the 
Hellenistic ideas of Plato and Aristotle 
were absorbed by the first Christian 
intellectuals. One of the most 
prominent and influential theologians 
in Early Christianity was St Augustine 
(354-430), who was of north African 
origin. His influence on the formation of 
Christian thought, and therefore on the 
development of European society up to 
the welfare state concept, is immense. 
Regarding Augustine’s teaching 
on poverty, he believed that in the 
religious society private property 
should be used not only for the welfare 
of its owners, but also for the support 
of the poor. Therefore, he understood 
wealth as a means to serve God. The 
poor had a right of support, yet in their 
turn they did not have to be envious of 
others’ wealth or to be upset because 
of their poverty. 
  
Christian Traditions
The further history of the Christian 
Church in Europe can be divided 
into two. The Eastern one was 
Greek speaking with the centre in 
Constantinople (now Istanbul) and 
the Western one was Latin speaking 
with the centre in Rome. In the first 
centuries, the two parts existed in 
union, yet political and cultural tensions 
brought disagreements over certain 
theological and political issues and 
over their mutual spheres of influence. 
Finally these discords ended up in a 
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schism (Great Schism of Photius, the 
Patriarch of Constantinople in 1054) 
that forced both traditions to follow 
their own life path and own doctrinal 
teaching, yet not without interactions.
Finally three Christian traditions 
contributed to the practical origins of 
the European welfare state, Eastern 
Orthodoxy, Western Catholicism, and a 
later one, Protestantism. Although their 
roots all belong to one philosophical 
and theological system, they left 
different imprints in the development 
of the European welfare state. 
The Church became a centre for 
education not only for the clergy, but 
also for her believers, and it was under 
constant development. One of the 
first examples of so-called ‘university’ 
education in the East were the famous 
Schools of Edessa, originally founded in 
Nisibis in the 2nd century, then after 
the Persian conquest the school moved 
to Edessa (modern Urfa) in 363. They 
combined education in sciences with 
religious practices. 
In the majority of cases the Church 
was also responsible for the education 
of people and it was a regulatory 
authority as well, with the power 
to influence and correct society in 
terms of moral and ethical issues. In 
the framework of coexistence with 
secular powers, it played the role of 
a reminder about a ‘correct’ path to 
follow. It acted also as a guide giving 
recommendations to the rulers of the 
country to remain loyal to high moral 
values, referring to the biblical tradition 
and prescriptions, as practised in 
monasteries in particular.
The regulatory role of the Church 
would have another far reaching 
influence. In 1152, Pope Innocent 
IV charged the institutions of the 
day, towns, universities, guilds, and 
others with the dual responsibilities 
of wealth creation and its equitable 
redistribution. The influence of the 
old Greek philosophers is evident. This 
concept dominated European views 
for nearly three centuries and led to 
its great medieval civilisation, itself the 
basis of the renaissance and again of 
later modernity. 
However, because of their 
desperate need for funds, the 
English started to use a Royal Charter 
(allowing the setting up of markets and 
businesses) as an instrument to exploit 
wealth creation. They gave privileged 
and exclusive rights to individuals or 
institutions (eg. the City of London) 
to trade and to develop business in a 
particular place or sector and they then 
shared the profit with the holder of the 
Royal Charter. Thus was introduced 
the model of shareholder dominance. 
The two co-existed in Europe, though 
the British model was tempered for a 
long time by the political thinking of 
social-democrats (in the Labour party). 
However, the emergence of the USA as 
a global power started to spread, by all 
means, its model in which the welfare 
for all would be an almost accidental 
by-product of the market.
Christianity perceives human life 
and well-being as a gift from God. From 
their point of view, in salvation of the 
human being it is not only the soul that 
is saved by Christ, but the entire body, 
the ‘vessel’ that contains the soul and 
spirit. Therefore, Christian tradition 
developed a positive approach to 
the human body and the necessity of 
taking care of it. The idea of taking care 
of the sick, weak, poor, elderly, parents 
and needy finds its roots in this Biblical 
tradition; consequently the churches 
and monasteries were always shelters 
for poor, sick and needy people.
An important development, related 
to the later role of the state in providing 
social protection, is the separation 
of church and state in Western 
Christianity. It results from conflict 
between the Rome-based popes, who 
saw themselves as heirs to the Roman 
Empire, and they were in many ways 
(for example canonical law is based 
on Roman law), and the rulers of the 
Germanic empire, who wanted the same 
justification. They settled for a division 
of power: worldly power would belong 
to the emperor, spiritual to the pope. 
This fundamental separation of powers 
would prove of utmost importance for 
the later economic, social and political 
development of Europe and for its 
‘modernity’ as it started to emerge as 
from the 15th century, itself the basis 
for its worldwide dominance in the 19th 
century.   
Protestantism or Reformation is 
a contra-reaction movement against 
the Roman Catholic Church in 
the 16th century. Martin Luther’s 
(1483-1546) doctrine says that the 
justification of human being lies in the 
hands of God; it comes from outside 
through faith. His theology is much 
in line with Augustine’s, regarding 
the earthly, secular kingdom which is 
ruled by means of law, whereas the 
heavenly, or spiritual one, Christians 
and their Church, is guided by the 
gospel or grace. It revolutionised the 
understanding of Christian authority. 
The true Christian was presented as the 
one who devotes his life to the painful, 
inconvenient, and humiliating service 
of others. In this way the Christian 
authority is demonstrated.
John Calvin (1509-1564) was a 
contemporary of Luther with whom 
he shared similar ideas; there are three 
main emphases in the teaching of 
Calvin: the glory of God, the authority 
of the Scripture and the historic-
grammatical approach to the Scripture. 
Calvin also reveals the strong influence 
of Augustine on his teaching. The idea 
of predestination and justification by 
faith that is based on the mercy of God 
are found in Calvin’s doctrine. Calvin’s 
ideas on church government with a 
strong accent on a discipline were 
laid down in the foundation of the 
Presbyterian system of government. 
Discipline orders the church life in 
obedience to Christ and response to 
the teaching of Scripture. 
Thus the spread of Christianity 
in Europe and its crystallisation into 
hierarchical structures and, finally, 
institutionalisation in the various 
churches, brought issues of education, 
health care and responsibility for the 
poor into the public sphere, outside the 
family, tribe or clan sphere. Although 
the understanding and methods of 
achievement of these key objectives 
differed in various epochs, the Church 
was a central promoter of these values. 
With the arrival of the modern 
state, in parallel with the early 
industrialisation and its social effects on 
the farming and labour classes, these 
ideas would migrate to the secular 
domain and gradually become a state 
responsibility.
The ‘Welfare State’ in the Modern 
Times
Max Weber (1864-1920) was 
a German sociologist and political 
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economist, who revolutionised the 
social theory of the 19th and 20th 
centuries; under his influence, the 
roles of social protection, grounded in 
religion, shifted to the state, grounded 
in citizenship. 
His ideas on the sociology of 
religion as well as economic sociology 
in his The Protestant Ethic and the 
Spirit of Capitalism suggest that  puritan 
ascetic Protestantism was one of the 
major engines for the rise of capitalism, 
and the modern state based on the 
rule of law in the Western world. 
Weber’s understanding of society 
differs greatly from that of Karl Marx, 
who differentiated society into classes 
on the basis of their role in the 
production process. He stressed the 
importance of Protestantism with its 
values and beliefs in contributing to the 
industrial revolution. Weber deemed 
that the new values, such as frugality, 
independent thinking and self-reliance 
that Protestantism proposed were 
indispensable for the development of 
capitalist thinking and the industrial 
revolution.
The origin of the modern ‘welfare 
state’ model thus has to be dated to the 
19th century because of key problems 
confronting the social policies of 
the state. He reckons these are the 
poor law, industrial injury, sickness, 
disability, old age and unemployment. 
However, the emergence of social 
policy itself was a result of the influence 
of the earlier, mainly religious, ideas 
about care for those in need within 
the emerging middle classes. Nearly 
all social-democratic thinkers and 
leaders were socially conscious middle 
class individuals. In particular in the 
UK and France, the early laws against 
child labour and those which followed 
were largely the result of their social 
action in various forms (pamphlets, 
demonstrations).
Later in the 20th century, the 
re-distribution of wealth itself became 
an element of development in a 
consumer-based economy. This 
was partly driven by manufacturing 
industries looking for ever increasing 
markets, in order to spread the costs of 
also increasing research and technology 
developments.     
The social environment is a 
powerful mechanism that influences 
economic growth. Each technological 
revolution offers a quantum jump in 
productivities for industries which leads 
to establishment of new paradigms as a 
best-practice model for the diffusion of 
it. All this results in institutional changes 
and when the new creative potential 
unfolds in the economy, its logic leads 
to profound societal shifts. 
One of the first welfare systems 
was in Germany, with systems for 
pensions, accident insurance, medical 
care and unemployment insurance for 
all German citizens. It was supported 
by German industry which aimed to 
find support in the working classes 
and which saw social stability as 
useful for investments. In the UK, the 
appearance of the welfare state system 
dates from the beginning of the 20th 
century, when the welfare reforms of 
1906-1914 were launched by Liberal 
Prime Minister Herbert Asquith. Here 
too a national compulsory insurance 
contribution for employment and 
health benefits and the introduction 
of school meals in 1909 boosted the 
British economy. In post war years, 
several other Acts, such as the National 
Insurance Act and National Health 
Service Act, created a basis for the 
British welfare state. 
The welfare state was a distinctive 
combination of political democracy, 
social protection and a general welfare 
and market economy (capitalism). As 
a reaction to the Great Depression in 
the 1930s, and the Second World War, 
many countries moved towards the 
welfare state concept. 
However, since the advance 
of so-called neo-liberal thinking, 
promoted by the Chicago School and 
others, the welfare state is under the 
twin attack of the shareholder value 
concept and demographic, social and 
technological change. In fact, this new 
theory is not liberal at all because liberal 
economists such as Adam Smith and 
others included also a clear ethical and 
humanistic role for markets. But there 
is clearly a need to amend the original 
model and to adapt it to the conditions 
of the global, digital driven economy. 
The countries which have already done 
so, such as the Scandinavian ones or 
Germany, are benefiting from their 
reforms and are ahead in terms of 
innovation, competitiveness and social 
happiness rankings.     
Conclusion 
This brief overview should make 
clear how typical the European welfare 
state models are and how difficult, if 
not impossible, it would be to simply 
copy them. However, the study of 
the historic philosophical and cultural 
basis of African societies would show 
surely a number of similarities. These 
could provide the building stones for a 
truly African model of social protection 
which responds both to its current 
economic conditions and societal 
expectations. That in turn would be 
an effective consolidation of political 
democracy and a social responsible 
market economy.  ■
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